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ABSTRACT 
 
The primary purpose of this exploratory study is to provide insight on how to use online 
discussions to foster collaborative learning and how to design assessment processes to evaluate 
the effectiveness of those discussions. This study focuses on the pedagogical role of discussion, 
effective practices in discussion, guidelines for creating discussions to enhance learning, and the 
use of rubrics for assessment and evaluation. This study also provides an overview of the 
pedagogy of online assessment with an emphasis on mastery learning instructional methods. 
Effective practices in the use of online assessment and guidelines for aligning learning objectives 
with the most appropriate assessment tool are also emphasized. This study concludes that using 
best practices in online discussion and assessment can enhance collaborative learning which 
results in students having a deeper understanding of course content because of more time on task, 
increased motivation, more engagement, improved teamwork and interpersonal skills, enhanced 
critical thinking abilities, improved self-esteem and increased ownership of their own learning. 
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THE PEDAGOGICAL ROLE OF DISCUSSION 
 
 review of the literature indicates that that “interaction and sharing” is the heart and soul of teaching 
and learning processes (Harasim, Hiltz, Teles and Turoff, 1995). This is the contribution that 
questioning and discussion bring to the learning process.  Although most faculty use questions of 
some kind in their courses they teach, some research studies indicate college professors often do not use questions 
effectively (Weimer, 1989). For example, two of the key problems cited in the literature are that faculty do not 
spend any significant amount of time asking questions and that the kinds of questions asked are simple, recall 
questions that don‟t require students to think (Weimer, 1989). This means that in some cases the use of questioning 
and discussion activity has not yet been tapped for its full potential.  
 
Other research studies stress that it is not so much the concept or tool that improves teaching and learning 
but how the professor integrates the tool into the curriculum and into the educational setting (Funaro, 1999). For 
example, an important step in integrating technology to enhance discussion activity is to start the process by 
identifying an explicit definition of the pedagogical role for which that technology will be used. The pedagogical 
shift here is in emphasizing learning which either is part of an activity (activity theory) or is situated in an authentic 
environment (situated learning), and discussion is an important part of the strategy.  Advocates of this shift promote 
the design of learning environments that are more interactive, project-oriented and learner-centered which take into 
account the varieties of students‟ learning styles (Berge, 1997).  In comparison with the typical use of low-level 
questions identified by some researchers, others argue that carefully planned discussions elicit higher levels of 
critical, reflective thinking and creative problem-solving, including synthesis, application, and evaluation. There is 
also evidence that information learned through active discussion is generally retained better than material learned 
through lecture (Ewens, 1989). 
 
A 
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If these research conclusions are right, then why isn‟t discussion being used more and used more 
effectively?  There are at least two factors that work against good discussion.  One is that college faculty members 
often have not learned how to plan for discussion and the other is that discussion is not an efficient way of arriving 
at conclusions.  For example, working through a discussion to come to some meaningful closure requires a lot of 
time and thought.  If a faculty member is concerned about having enough time to cover a certain amount of material 
during a class period, then he or she is not going to devote substantial parts of that time for discussion.  Even if an 
entire class period is devoted to discussion, there still might not be enough time for adequate discussion.  Some 
professors have made attempts to address these concerns in two ways: (1) by moving rote lecture material out of the 
classroom, more time is available for such learning activities as discussion and (2) by using a course management 
system (CMS), other discussion areas are provided for the class.  By enhancing a face-to-face class with a CMS, 
there are at least three different settings in which discussion can occur, such as in-class, synchronous online (chat 
rooms), or asynchronous online (bulletin boards or threaded discussions). The strategies for in-class discussion are 
adaptable to facilitation of online discussion, as well, so this study begins by examining effective practices in 
discussion and then deals with the special characteristics of online discussion.  
 
EFFECTIVE PRACTICES FOR DISCUSSION ACTIVITIES 
 
There is widespread agreement that effective discussion requires careful preparation on the part of the 
professor.  Some researchers contend that effective discussion based activities require much more preparation than 
effective lecture based activities (Cashin and McKnight, 1989).  Planning for classroom discussion requires in-depth 
knowledge of the purpose for asking the questions, such as addressing the question: what is the end to be achieved 
and how does it fit within developing or assessing student understanding of the topic under discussion?   
 
Although preparation is necessary, many discussion strategies are relatively easy to implement and clear 
guidelines for their use in the classroom are readily available from the literature.  For example, many discussion 
activities involve pairing up students for a few minutes of focused discussion rather than throwing a question out to 
the whole class and waiting for someone to answer.  For example, one exercise is to ask students to work with one 
other student and decide together what they think is the primary value of the particular text for the day, and how 
their consideration of it meshes with course goals, sometimes referred to as a goal and value based technique 
(Frederick, 1989).  After five minutes of discussion, the pairs report on their reactions. Other research studies 
present procedures for a number of different cooperative strategies.  They include “turn to your neighbor 
summaries” in which students turn to a classmate and formulate answers to questions following a set of specified 
steps or read and explain pairs” in which the two students check one another on the accuracy of their summaries of 
assigned readings (Johnson, Johnson and Smith, 1998). 
 
This type of shared learning or collaborative activity gives students an opportunity to engage in discussion, 
take responsibility for their own learning, and thus become critical thinkers (Totten, Sills, Digby, & Russ, 1991). 
Some research studies suggest that for effective collaborative learning, there must be group goals and individual 
accountability (Slavin, 1989).When the group's task is to ensure that each group member has learned something, it is 
in the interest of each group member to spend time explaining concepts to members of the group. For example, a 
good discussion starter activity is to assign pairs of students to research a question or problem and report their results 
to the entire group. A further step is to ask teams to evaluate each other's work. Alternatively a team can be 
composed of three individuals, one of whom is charged with proposing an initial answer, the second provides a 
alternative answer, and the third provides a critique or synthesis of the first two responses (Slavin, 1989). 
 
EXAMPLE GUIDELINES FOR PREPARING AND FACILITATING DISCUSSION BASED ACTIVITIES 
 
Using appropriate guidelines for the preparation for discussion are as important as the previous listed 
suggestions for using collaborative learning strategies to enhance the effectiveness of discussion activities. For 
example, some typical guidelines for preparation are: 
 
 Know what the goal is for the discussion; what are you trying to achieve by having the students engage in 
discussion? 
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 Plan activities that have specific objectives in order to generate purposeful responses (Reiss, n.d.).  
 Make sure students have prepared for the discussion by reading all the assigned readings first. The 
discussions should be literature-based (Lai, 1998). 
 Identify content and concepts you want students to explore (Reiss, n.d.). 
 Plan the discussions so that they will complement what happens in the rest of the course so that they are not 
tangential to the course (Sherry, 1998). 
 Focus discussion on crucial points (Sherry, 1998).   
 Develop questions or directions that will lead students to think about the topics in a way that generates and 
demonstrates understanding (Reiss, n.d.). 
 
These guidelines deal with the faculty member‟s role in guiding the discussion: 
 
 Serve as facilitator or guide on the side, not a sage on the stage and assume the role as a resource provider, 
rather than an expert dispensing knowledge to the student (Berge, 1997). 
 Step back and let the students discuss without saying too much yourself (Cashin & McKnight, 1989); a 
professor who answers everything will decrease the opportunities for student participation, and the 
discussion will become teacher centered rather than student centered (Harasim, Hiltz, Teles and Turoff, 
1995). 
 Create a friendly, safe and supportive environment for learning (Sherry, 1998; Harasim, Hiltz, Teles and 
Turoff, 1995); Whether instruction takes place in a conventional face-to-face class or a Web-based 
electronic forum, promoting a comfortable, safe environment for communication is essential to encourage 
students to participate (Cummings, 1998). 
 Create high expectations of participation (Cashin & McKnight, 1989). 
 Invite responses and encourage interaction (Harasim, Hiltz, Teles and Turoff, 1995). 
 Encourage and recognize students‟ contributions (Cashin & McKnight, 1989). 
 Allow for silence; students need to be given time to think (Cashin & McKnight, 1989); a professor should 
be patient in waiting for student responses and not rush to fill the silence (Harasim, Hiltz, Teles and Turoff, 
1995). 
 
BENEFITS OF USING ONLINE DISCUSSION BASED ACTIVITIES  
 
Online discussion can either take place when students are logged in at the same time and sharing messages 
back and forth in real time (synchronous) or at the student‟s convenience regardless of whether others are online at 
the time or not (asynchronous).  Course Management Systems provide chat rooms for synchronous discussion.  
Asynchronous discussion is done through a bulletin board or threaded discussion section.  Although chat rooms are 
important for true distance education, where students are not physically proximate, faculty who are using a CMS to 
enhance a face-to-face class find it less useful.  Therefore, the discussion of benefits for online discussion will focus 
more on asynchronous discussion within a CMS bulletin board.   
 
Research has consistently found that students who gain most from cooperative work are those who give and 
receive elaborated explanations (Webb, 1985).  Other research studies have found substantial evidence of enhanced 
collaboration in the online setting. Approximately equal proportions of the behaviors of planning, contributing, and 
seeking input occurred in the online setting, with fewer occurrences of reflection and only a few comments 
classified as “social” (Curtis and Lawson, 2001). Another example of research that supports enhanced participation 
and collaboration is the report on a study at Athabasca University which suggests that online students experienced 
greater cognitive and explanatory learning as a result of greater participation in course communications where 
students exchanged between 80 and 100 messages, which is far richer than the traditional classroom setting (Paskey, 
2001).  This seems to imply that online discussions generate more messages and more involvement in learning. 
 
The primary benefits of online discussion are: situated learning, increased time for discussion, total student 
participation, a voice to silent students, thoughtful and articulate responses; peer learning support, more time on 
task, a recorded transcript, and a forum for prompt feedback. Since learning occurs naturally within a social setting, 
online discussion based activities help students develop camaraderie within a discussion group. This means the 
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discussion area becomes a social environment that can help motivate the learner and create a forum within which 
ideas can be tested and applied (Chism, 1998,). Thus, if technology is integrated effectively it can provide an 
electronic learning medium that fosters the kind of creativity and communication needed to stimulate engagement. 
The major premise of engagement theory is that students must be engaged in their course work in order for effective 
learning to occur. It is suggested that activities that involve discussion increases engagement which results in 
learning that is creative and meaningful (Shneiderman, 1994). There is also evidence that higher-level thinking 
occurs in online discussions (Garrison, Anderson and Archer, 2001; Curtis and Lawson, 2001; Paskey, 2001; 
Newman, Webb and Cochrane, 1991; and Shapley, 2000)). While higher-order thinking may (or may not) occur in 
the classroom, the evidence does appear to support earlier studies that students involved in threaded discussions are 
exhibiting higher-order thinking, especially by contributing comments that are exploratory, integrative, or resolution 
(Garrison, Anderson and Archer, 1994). Integration and resolution especially require time for reflection which may 
be more likely to occur in the extended time period of the threaded discussion.  
 
Another benefit of using online discussions is that often the class ends before a discussion has reached 
closure, whereas, the asynchronous nature of the web-based discussion board avoids this circumstance. This means 
that a class discussion can go on indefinitely, or as long as two or more individuals are willing to devote the time to 
continuing a dialogue (Cummings, 1998,). Since an important goal is to move students from passive to active 
learners, full participation is essential.  Unless a professor uses some of the small group discussion techniques 
described earlier, it is difficult to get everyone to participate in classroom discussion.  Interestingly, the quiet student 
cannot hide in an electronic classroom, because being present in class is demonstrated by participating in the 
discussion (Cummings (1998).  It is important to note that participation is easily monitored in computer 
conferencing and thus creates pressure for students to participate because it is more difficult to hide behind the 
medium because others will notice who has and who has not yet contributed to the discussion (Lai, 1998). 
 
Interestingly, learning by doing and active learning are important principles that have emerged within the 
constructivist theory of learning (Bredo, 132). Therefore, the strategy of active participation in online discussion 
may be seen as a practice of this viewpoint. For some learners, active participation and engagement in online 
discussions throughout or during some parts of the online course may be influential in their learning. For others, 
active participation may be difficult or unwanted due to different reasons. For some students, discussing course 
topics online may be a very different experience than discussions in a face-to-face environment. Lurking or silence 
in formal online course discussions may be treated as an unwanted behavior because some professors view lurkers 
or silent participants as readers and beneficiaries of others‟ discussions, who do not share their own ideas (Salmon 
2000). Kollock and Smith (1996) describe lurkers or silent participants as free-riders and non-contributing, resource-
taking members. Only a few online educators acknowledge that lurkers or silent participants are learning. These 
studies suggest that for these learners most learning actually occurs‟ in unseen dimensions of online learning, and 
that low visible participation does not imply less engagement in learning, but rather it is possible that silent learners 
are more engaged (Beaudoin, 2002). For example, Nonnecke and Preece (2000) found "lurking" as not a passive but 
active involvement in reading and applying strategies to determine what to read, delete or save. Their studies also 
found that lurkers or silent participants can also feel a sense of community, when the dialogue engenders a safe 
environment and/or a sense of trust. The issue of safety is not only central to participation in discussions, but 
according to Maslow (1972) it is central to all learning. In an open online discussion list silent learners may feel 
uncomfortable in putting their opinions out in the open, or they may feel unconfident in challenging others‟ views. 
However, they may continue to maintain their safe learning zone by watching, drawing from an online discussion, 
and feeling free to choose the silent course of learning. Therefore, for online discussion related learning experiences 
to enable constructivist learning there needs to be an acknowledgement that some individuals may be learning 
informally and silently, not visible to others and professors need to enable informal and trustworthy learning spaces, 
where learners feel confident and supported in working on their own and with each other. For example, one strategy 
to address this issue would be to create private, small, group based discussion activities to provide individuals an 
opportunity to develop confidence and self-esteem in responding to a small number of students, prior to participating 
in a full class based discussion where all class members view their responses.  
 
On the other hand, even though some students thrive in the give and take of a traditional face-to-face in 
class discussion, other students are not comfortable talking in class.  They may be shy or come from cultures where 
College Teaching Methods & Styles Journal – October 2008 Volume 4, Number 10 
25 
answers and responses are considered and carefully framed before presentation (Berge, 1997).  They are often 
thoughtful students, who need time to carefully craft what they want to say before they submit their responses for 
their classmates to review.  During in-class discussion, the other students never get the benefit of the insights these 
students can provide.  When discussions are drawn out over several days, these students blossom and join in the 
conversation.  This relates to the next benefit, as well. 
 
As the discussion becomes separated from time, the discussion tends to become the product of more 
deliberate reflection (Cummings, 1998).  The students can take time to reflect and consider their response (Berge, 
1997).  The benefits of the writing process also come into play.  As students prepare their responses they go through 
multiple drafts, sharpening their thinking and accumulating references with which to substantiate their arguments 
and positions (Berge, 1997).  Some professors contend that a content analysis of class postings shows that students‟ 
responses are generally well thought out and lengthy (as compared to messages posted to newsgroups) and 
discussions were well elaborated and had depth (Lai‟s, 1998).  This also applies to the professors, who can respond 
to students more thoughtfully than they may be able to „on the fly‟” in class (Funaro, 1999). It is important to note 
that different students with different strengths respond differently to the online setting. The student who learns or 
processes information by talking and who enjoys the give-and-take of discussion may feel disadvantaged in the 
online setting; the student who requires reflection to learn or construct an answer may be advantaged. Therefore, 
offering a mix of ways to be involved in discussion may well improve the likelihood that most students find an 
avenue for contributing that satisfies their learning needs. However, time for reflection is key to the learning of 
many students, and a few seconds in class may not be sufficient time to reflect and think about a course topic; thus, 
topics that require additional reflection would probably work best in the threaded discussion setting.  
 
Another benefit on using online discussion based activity is that the process supports peer learning. For 
example, online discussion provides students with a space of their own where they can learn from each other.  They 
can share their thinking with each other and comment on each other's ideas. Students appreciate having a window 
into the thinking processes of their peers. The asynchronous format also allows students to work through difficult 
texts and concepts more slowly and to help each other understand the material (Funaro, 1999). 
 
In order for students to become engaged with the course‟s content, they must spend time working with and 
thinking about that content.  Participation in discussion outside of class increases their involvement with the 
material. This type of discussion activity results in an additional benefit of increasing the “time on task” in which 
students are engaged in learning the material. Increasing time on task is noted as one of the most effective teaching 
strategies that a professor can use to enhance learning processes (Chickering and Ehrman, 1996). 
 
The fact that the discussion is recorded provides a number of advantages.  Students are held accountable for 
their participation (Sherry, 1998).  The comments are available for review later as students prepare for assessment 
(Cummings, 1998).  The professor can review the conversations and from them monitor each student‟s level of 
understanding of the material, catch common misconceptions, and gauge student interest in particular topics 
(Funaro, 1999).  Other research studies make a similar point stressing that online group learning is an opportunity to 
see what students have learned and how they understand and apply the concepts.  The presentation of ideas online 
enables the professor to see how the material is being intellectually interpreted and integrated by each student 
(Harasim, Hiltz, Teles and Turoff, 1995). 
 
The threaded arrangement of messages in the bulletin board or threaded discussion section allows students 
to quickly check on any comments that have come from a message they have posted.  This allows the students to 
benefit from feedback from their fellow students and the professor (Sherry, 1998).  The discussion area provides a 
place where students can post their work-in-progress and a place where others can provide critique and feedback to 
help students refine their final product which supports peer learning (Sherry, 1998,). 
 
Unfortunately, the impact of these advantages, while providing benefits to the student, also increases the 
time pressures on them. Some research reports that students complain about the increased work necessary to keep up 
with the current topic so they can actively participate thoughtfully. Some students complain of information overload, 
increased responsibility regarding online participation, and difficulty in following concurrent discussion threads 
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(Sherry, 1998). Other research studies report similar experiences with an online course, where students were 
overwhelmed by the volume of e-mail which caused them to fall behind in reading and responding (Hara and Kling, 
1999). It is also important to note there are similar pressures upon the professor.  Some professors would concur that 
it takes less time to stand in front of a class and provide feedback on graded assignments than it takes to write well 
constructed paragraphs for individual feedback on the Web. However, despite the cost to the professor in terms of 
time, the conferencing assets of the web as a tool for promoting interaction and engagement among students provide 
a wealth of learning opportunities (Cummings, 1998).   
 
EXAMPLES OF EFFECTIVE PRACTICES IN ONLINE DISCUSSION 
 
As previously indicated there are numerous advantages of using online discussion based activities, 
especially when best practices are incorporated into the process. It is important to note that the following best 
practices for use in online discussions can also be applied to in class discussions, such as establishing clear 
expectations, determining groupings, creating grading criteria, facilitating guidelines and developing assessment 
tools.  
 
It is important that expectations and guidelines for participation be clearly established at the beginning of 
the course.   
 
The following list includes some suggestions for what should be communicated to the students: 
 
 Require participation, even if not graded, participation should receive credit, and penalties should accrue 
for lack of participation. Likewise, rewards should accrue for active engagement in the discussions (Reiss, 
n.d.). 
 Determine how many times a week students should participate.  If participation is any less frequent that 
twice a week, the discussion may lag and participants may become frustrated with the delay in receiving 
feedback and reactions from peers (Harasim, Hiltz, Teles and Turoff, 1995). 
 Deadlines should be set and a weekly pattern helpful.  For example, you might establish a day on which 
initial postings need to be made and another day by which responses to the initial postings are to be 
completed.   
 Limit the length of the postings, unless you are using them as a way of delivering reports and note that that 
single-page posting may be the optimal size.  Reports could be handled as attachments. (Lai, 1998). 
 Reiss (n.d.) suggests the following guidelines:  
o Length of message (75-150 words, for example)  
o Level of formality (informal but not colloquial is a typical level—perhaps with a reminder that this 
space is a class not a cocktail party and that readability and clarity of meaning are the goals.)  
o Time expectations (30 minutes maximum for each message, for example)  
o Criteria for an acceptable response (for example, must include 1 example from the textbook and 
another from a journal article) along with any grading criteria, but consider using most of these 
messages as credited ungraded writing for discovery and learning  
o Resources you expect students to consult as they develop their responses (if the resources are online, 
provide active hyperlinks). Invite students to contribute additional resources (and give them credit for 
doing so).  
o Naming conventions (topic or subject lines to help you and students manage the messages—for 
example, include Message 1, Message 2, etc. in the name or have them add to the subject or topic line 
the name of the person they are replying to "Reply to Vince S. and Bob B. from Steve P.) 
 
Funoma (1999) provides an example of how the professor can assist the student in preparing for online 
discussion by reproducing a handout prepared by a professor for an Introduction to Humanities class at Stanford 
University.  
  
Preparing for Online Discussion - How do I post successfully? How do I get my friends to read my posts? 
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 think of the assignment in terms of a dialogue not a writing exercise. You want to engage yourself in a 
discussion about the texts and issues of the course 
 this means: elaborate one single idea and keep your message to one paragraph (150-200 words). Texts 
longer than 150-200 words are harder to follow on screen. Of course, better-formulated and clear posts 
attract more attention 
 before you post: think about the assignment first and take (mental notes) before you read other responses 
think of a thesis and how you can support your thesis 
 then read other posts 
 respond to one that contradicts, or supports your own thoughts; one that is lacking evidence or seems to fall 
short on an aspect that is important to you 
 in your response, you can also turn your own thoughts into questions, offer your argument (remember, an 
opinion is not an argument); play the devil's advocate; ask challenging questions 
 avoid hermetic responses that offer only right and wrong perspectives and ignore other possible answers 
 if you are the first to post: post with a careful analysis and strong (bold) argument (thesis) and open-ended 
questions that invite dialogue 
 it helps for the readers of your post, if you include a specific quotation from the message you respond to 
(xx said:""); this way we know who you are referring too 
 choose your title carefully (titles, such as "1. Assignment," are far less compelling than content related 
titles) 
 once you have posted, check back if anybody has responded to you and get the dialogue going 
 
Not only is it important to establish clear expectations for the discussion activities, but also of equal 
importance is to determine groupings for how students are to participate in the discussion activity. For example, for 
large lecture classes, break up the class into discussion groups of five to ten people.  Have some threads that are for 
the whole class, but reserve most for within the groups.  In a class of 60 students where each student is to post and 
respond during a week, there will be at least 120 messages to read.  Students will be overwhelmed quickly and will 
just give up trying to keep up with all of the postings.  As more and more classes begin implementing online 
discussion, this will become an increasing problem for students.  
 
Some research studies indicated that students are capable of performing at higher intellectual levels when 
asked to work in collaborative situations than when asked to work individually (Vygotsky, 1978). Group diversity in 
terms of knowledge and experience contributes positively to the learning process. Others contend that cooperative 
learning methods improve problem-solving abilities because the students are confronted with different 
interpretations of the given situation and that the peer support system makes it possible for the learner to internalize 
both external knowledge while improving both critical thinking and interpersonal skills (Bruner, 1985). Each 
member of the group has opportunities to contribute in small groups. Students are apt to take more ownership of 
their material and to think critically about related issues when they work as a team. Because there are more 
exchanges among students in small groups, students receive more personal feedback about their ideas and responses. 
This feedback is often not possible in large-group instruction, in which one or two students exchange ideas and the 
rest of the class listens. Horn (1994) and Hirumi and Bermudez (1996) are among those who find that, with proper 
instructional design, online discussion activities can be more interactive than traditional ones, providing more 
personal and timely feedback to meet students‟ needs than is possible in large, face-to-face courses. 
 
Groups can be formed by the professor or students or both.  If you are having students form the groups, an 
in-class signup with set number of slots is still the easiest way to do this; students forming groups or picking topics 
and then e-mailing the professor gets to be an administrative nightmare and leads to hard feelings when students 
don‟t get the pairings or topics they request.  Trying to do it through e-mail or online discussion slows down the 
process, as well, delaying the start of the groups‟ work. While students like to break up into groups of friends, some 
research in this area suggests that this approach is the least effective grouping technique.  A more effective approach 
is to use random or professor selection with the goal to produce heterogeneous groups in which there is more 
opportunity to learn from others who have different perspectives (Johnson, Johnson and Smith, 1998). The size and 
composition of the groups may vary through the class, though too many group memberships get confusing.  Students 
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forget which team is working on what.  Generally, don‟t have more than two different project groupings through the 
term (not counting small group or pairing activities during a class session). 
 
SUMMARY GUIDELINES FOR FACILITATING ONLINE DISCUSSIONS 
 
 Do not lecture because an elaborate, long, text-based presentation may produce silence.  If an e-lecture is 
used, keep it short and focused, and include open-ended remarks and interesting questions to stimulate 
discussion. (Harasim, Hiltz, Teles and Turoff, 1995) 
 Space out discussions to avoid having the students or the grader overwhelmed by the number of postings. 
(Funoma, 1999) 
 Establish realistic expectations for how many postings you will read and respond to each week and make 
these expectations clear to the students. (Funoma, 1999) 
 Model responsiveness. (Harasim, Hiltz, Teles and Turoff, 1995) 
 Provide timely feedback.  (Hara & Kling, 1999) 
 Participate as appropriate, such as either a peer or a mentor and provide feedback to praise what is best in 
their messages, as well as to provide additional information on the topic. (Reiss, n.d.) 
 Encourage students to compliment or respond to one another.  One means to do this is to redirect a question 
from one student to another, who is specified by name.  For example, „John, your question is a very 
important one.  Connie, Carol and Don, what are your thoughts on this issue?‟  In either the group 
discussion or private messages, ask individuals to respond to particular topics or items, based on knowledge 
of their interests and experiences. (Harasim, Hiltz, Teles and Turoff, 1995) 
 Positively reinforce discussion contributions, and negatively reinforce silence. (Harasim, Hiltz, Teles and 
Turoff, 1995) 
 Close the discussions with a synthesis the topic which may be written either by the professor or by students. 
(Harasim, Hiltz, Teles and Turoff, 1995 ) 
 Regular reading of the discussion and integration of ideas from the discussion into class discussions shows 
students that the professor takes the discussion seriously. (Funoma, 1999) 
 Cashin & McKnight (1989) provide useful recommendations on how to facilitate a discussion and ask 
questions that encourage interaction among students.  Even though their ideas refer to in-class discussions, 
most of the principles apply to the online environment as well, such as "request examples or illustrations" 
and "use divergent questions." 
 
THE PEDAGOGY OF ASSESSMENT AND ONLINE ASSESSMENT TOOLS 
 
Not only is it important to analyze the pedagogy of discussion but also it is important to analyze the 
pedagogy of assessment.  Student assessment, in general, is a powerful educational tool that can serve both teaching 
and learning. When used in teaching, assessments can determine if students are learning what they need to learn. 
Professors can gauge how well they are doing in presentation of the course material. Or stated a different way, 
professors know if the students are “getting it”.  As a result of such investigations a professor may choose to modify 
subsequent learning activities, recommend strategies to minimize difficulties, or provide feedback that allows the 
student to self correct or proceed to advanced studies (Dochy & McDowell, 1997).  
 
Throughout the learning process, assessment motivates and helps students structure learning and study 
skills. A well-constructed assessment can provide students with insight as to what they need to focus on in order to 
master the material. There are basically two major forms of assessment in use today: summative and formative. 
Summative assessment attempts to “summarize” student performance at some point in time, usually in a written test, 
for example, a final examination at the end of a course. Almost all summative assessments are high stakes in that 
they are attached to a significant event, such as a grade or a minimal level of achievement for admission to a college 
or university.  Most “standardized” tests are summative in nature.  Formative assessment, on the other hand, 
provides the student with feedback to facilitate their learning without necessarily being attached to a grade or other 
high stakes event. In formative assessment, professors can adapt, then, their teaching in order to meet student needs.  
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Research suggests that formative assessment, while effective, is not used frequently or well in education because 
marking and grading are overemphasized while giving useful advice is underemphasized. (Black and William, 
1998). 
 
Thelwall (2000) provides a convenient taxonomy of summative/formative assessments as noted in the chart 
below. 
 
 
Taxonomy of Applications of Online Assessment 
Area Type Description 
Summative Exam An assessment for grading purposes 
Formative/ 
Summative 
Grading  
test 
An assessment for grading, but also provides feedback intended to direct future 
studies 
Formative Open  
access test 
A grading test that doubles as a set of exercises because students are allowed to 
practice before sitting at the test 
Formative Self-test An assessment designed to give students feedback on their progress within a 
section or unit of study 
Formative Exercises A problem set designed to consolidate learning on a unit of study 
Formative Programmed  
learning tool 
A linear computer-assisted learning (CAL) package based upon question and 
answer (Drill and practice) 
Formative CAL quiz A graded exercise integrated into a CAL package,  
i.e., a multiple-choice question presented after an informational slide 
Formative Adaptive  
CAL quiz 
A graded exercise in a CAL package used as a test,  
but also used to adapt the teaching to the weaknesses of the student 
Formative Diagnostic test An assessment of prior learning taken before a unit of study 
 
 
Online assessments or computer-based assessments have been used effectively in higher education since 
the 80‟s. There are many ways in which to use these types of assessments, from placement tests given before 
students begin study, to formative assessment during study, and later summative testing in final exams.  Such 
assessments are not considered to be replacements for, but complimentary to, traditional testing methods.  
 
Interestingly, extensive use of “formative” evaluation is found in mastery learning techniques. Mastery 
learning is a method of instruction in which the emphasis is on the role of feedback in learning. Each student must 
“master” a certain level of performance before moving on to the next section. The mastery model is based on 
Benjamin Bloom‟s Learning for Mastery (Bloom, 1968, 1974) and later refined by Block (1974).  In the mastery 
learning technique, material is broken down into a set of sub-skills which are organized in a hierarchy of 
instructional objectives. For each step in the hierarchy, a formative evaluation is developed and performance 
criterions are specified for mastery of the sub-skill. The learner begins at the lowest level of the hierarchy, is pre-
tested, receives the content, and is post-tested.  If the learner is unable to meet the specified performance criterion 
for mastery, corrective strategies are introduced until mastery is achieved. The learner moves to the next level in the 
hierarchy once mastery is achieved for a sub-skill. The strategy relies on frequent feedback loops associated with 
well-defined and appropriately sequenced sub-skills. Although mastery learning can be adapted to episodic material 
such as history, it is more effective with sequential material such as math, accounting or foreign languages where 
prior knowledge is essential to success. The chart below provides a set of general examples for basic mastery 
methodology using a course management system. These examples focus on the steps and features of using online 
assessment.  
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Examples of Basic Mastery Methodology Using a Course Management System (CMS) 
 
 
EXAMPLES OF EFFECTIVE PRACTICES IN THE USE OF ONLINE ASSESSMENT 
 
There are numerous advantages associated with using online assessment tools, such as: professors can 
assess progress of their students more frequently, students are able to monitor their own progress, feedback can be 
provided to students immediately, allows for inclusion of multi-media elements which are not possible in paper 
assessments and statistics or other reports can be generated automatically. 
 
One advantage of using online assessment tools is that computers excel at storing and retrieving data. Using 
these capabilities, professors are able to assess student progress more frequently, often without giving up valuable 
class time. Computers relieve the professor of administering, scoring, and recording the results of assessments. This 
is done automatically. The professor is able to walk into the classroom knowing who has completed a quiz or 
discussion activity (often an indicator of who has done the reading assignment) and which items were missed by the 
majority of students.  Another advantage on using online assessment tools is that students are able to monitor their 
own progress. Student self-monitoring is essential to meta-cognition, which enables students to adjust and manage 
their own learning which is positively correlated with study practices and ultimately achievement. (Paris & 
Winograd, 1990)  
 
Providing immediate feedback to students is another advantage. Feedback is information given to the 
learner about the correctness of their answers. (Frayer & Kluasmeier, 1971) Immediate feedback is more effective 
than feedback delivered after a delay (Dempsey, Driscoll, & Swindell, 1993). In some classes students don‟t find out 
how they‟ve done until long after a concept has been taught. If they get graded assignments back 3-4 weeks later, 
they lose interest (especially in large classes).  Immediate feedback enables the learner to monitor their 
understanding leading students to remedial study or to seek help when errors are identified rather than waiting. An 
additional benefit of immediate feedback is that it encourages students to keep working on problems that are giving 
them trouble. Professors using online assessment tools may choose to provide item by item feedback or feedback at 
the end of the assignment. Using the tools found in most course management systems‟ assessment managers, 
Step CMS Feature(s) 
Give a pretest and present a review of 
the material at the beginning of the 
semester. This should address essential 
facts, skills, and concepts that are 
required for success. Make adjustments 
to instructional objectives and content 
based on the profile of the class. 
This is easily accomplished by 
developing the pretest in the CMS and 
requiring students to take it at the 
beginning of the semester. 
Due to the automatic scoring feature 
available in most CMS‟s, the professor 
will have a complete inventory of the 
skills/abilities of the class before the 
next class session begins. 
Introduction: explain objectives, 
content, and procedures for each lesson. 
Explain how the material is related to 
prior knowledge and experience. 
Include a summary in the Course 
Information/Course Documents 
section(s) for reference and review. 
Prerequisite material, reviews, learning 
“anchors” can be provided through an 
array of multimedia experiences. 
Present the concept or skill by 
providing demonstrations and 
examples. 
These can be included in the “content” 
section of the CMS or examples can be 
provided that reinforce the material 
covered in class. Changes in the focus 
or review are made based on results of 
the pretest. 
 
Lead the learner through 
demonstrations and examples. 
 
Perfect time to use the classroom flip 
methodology, where rote lecture 
material is moved to the web. 
Present reading, demos, examples using 
the CMS outside of class. Use class 
time to answer questions, guide hands-
on activity, etc. 
Engage the student in the formative 
assessment where his/her work is 
monitored, feedback is received, and 
performance is assessed for corrective 
action or for advancement. 
Develop assessments based on a 
hierarchy of sub-skills. Set a level of 
mastery. Provide remedial activities for 
those in need. Provide advanced 
materials for high achieving students. 
Use of feedback capabilities of the 
CMS to guide the student. Automatic 
scoring allows the professor to focus on 
student progress and needs rather than 
just “marking”.  
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professors can provide students with feedback not only on whether the answer was correct or not, but why.  Online 
assessment also enables professors to present multiple media as sources for assessment easier than any other format. 
Students can be presented with sound, video, and animation and the capability to input text all from one format. And 
lastly, statistics and other reports can be generated automatically. Most course management systems allow statistics 
to be collected and displayed automatically for both individual users and for the entire class. Again, this is a time 
saver for the professor. When using online assessment tools, students are able to receive their grade immediately 
after completing a particular type of assignment.  
 
One of the most common testing options in Course Management System is objective type questions, such 
as multiple choice questions, matching questions, true-false, multiple response questions, sequencing, and ranking 
type questions. In these types of items, the answers are chosen from or compared to other items provided. Scoring of 
such items can be performed easily by the computer as judgment about correctness of the answer does not have to be 
made since correct answers have been predetermined. Objective type tests are popular and frequently used in higher 
education settings mainly due to their efficiency, especially for large classes. When using computers to deliver 
objective tests, students must be familiar and comfortable with the technology and contingency plans must be 
addressed in the event of computer failure. 
 
Most Course Management Systems have the capability to accept essay type questions; however, they 
cannot be automatically scored. Why, then would you want to use it? Frequently student handwriting in a “Blue 
Book” format is almost illegible. Having the student “type out” the essay is a life (and eye) saver for both the 
student and the professor.  
 
GENERAL SUGGESTIONS FOR USING ONLINE ASSESSMENT 
 
 Make online testing formative rather than summative and give students a short (3-5 questions) quiz before 
each class session to assure that they are completing the reading assignment. Go over common errors. 
 Consider a mastery approach with subsets of skills to be “mastered” before moving on. Provide plenty of 
feedback. Or give students occasional online “pop” quizzes to see if they are “getting it”. Go over any 
common problem areas.  
 
In summary, when thinking through the most appropriate type of assessment tool to use, one of the most 
effective approaches is to determine the learning outcome first and then determine the assessment strategy related to 
that outcome (Ko and Rossen, 2004). For example, the chart below provides some examples of learning outcomes 
that are directly linked to various assessment strategies.  As noted in the chart, no one type of assessment is likely to 
be the best way to measure all of your learning outcomes and using more than one type of assessment gives learners 
a variety of ways to demonstrate their achievement (Simonson, Smaldino, Albright, and Zvacek, 2006). 
 
 
The nature of the learning outcome determines the assessment strategy. 
Examples of General 
Learning Outcomes 
Examples of Corresponding 
Assessment Strategies 
Know, remember, recognize, recall, identify Quiz or test 
Explain, interpret, reason, respond, relate Discussion 
Synthesize, develop, argue, generate Paper, essay, project 
Demonstrate, illustrate Presentation 
Analyze, solve, recommend, discover Problem-based activities 
 
 
SELECTING ASSESSMENT TOOLS AND GRADING CRITERIA FOR ONLINE DISCUSSION 
 
While it would be beneficial if all students participated in the discussions for the sake of learning, the 
pragmatic consideration is that if participation in online discussion is not tied to grading then students will see it as 
unimportant and choose not to participate (Harasim, Hiltz, Teles and Turoff, 1995).  If numerous online discussions 
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are required throughout a course, then one option would be only selecting a few of the completed discussions for 
grading purposes, even though participation in all discussions is a requirement. Possible elements to consider for 
assigning grades include: how many postings the student reads, how many responses the student provides and length 
of student contributions.  Although these measures are made easy by the statistics the CMS provides on each 
student‟s use of the discussion area, they give a student credit for postings that are little more than, “Good job!”  
Qualitative measures of the value of the contributions are more insightful, but require more work by the professor 
and/or by peers who evaluate the postings. One suggestion is to include a culminating experience with more formal, 
graded writing, for example, a paper or test question that incorporates some of what was learned from the 
discussion, even a citation of a classmate as an additional resource (Reiss, n.d.). If postings result from group work, 
then all of normal issues of grading group work apply, such as, will the group receive one grade, will individuals 
each receive a separate grade or will there be some combination of group and individual grade?  
 
 
 
Category  Below Average = 1  Average = 2  Good = 3  Excellent = 4  POINTS  
Promptness 
and 
Initiative  
Does not respond to 
most postings; rarely 
participates freely  
Responds to most 
postings several 
days after initial 
discussion; limited 
initiative  
Responds to most 
postings within a 
24 hour period; 
requires 
occasional 
prompting to post  
Consistently 
responds to 
postings in less 
than 24 hours; 
demonstrates 
good self-
initiative  
 
  
Delivery of 
Post  
Utilizes poor 
spelling and 
grammar in most 
posts; posts appear 
"hasty"  
Errors in spelling 
and grammar 
evidenced in 
several posts  
Few grammatical 
or spelling errors 
are noted in posts  
Consistently uses 
grammatically 
correct posts with 
rare misspellings  
 
  
Relevance of 
Post  
Posts topics which 
do not relate to the 
discussion content; 
makes short or 
irrelevant remarks  
Occasionally posts 
off topic; most 
posts are short in 
length and offer no 
further insight into 
the topic  
Frequently posts 
topics that are 
related to 
discussion 
content; prompts 
further discussion 
of topic  
Consistently 
posts topics 
related to 
discussion topic; 
cites additional 
references related 
to topic  
 
  
Expression 
Within the 
Post 
Does not express 
opinions or ideas 
clearly; no 
connection to topic  
Unclear connection 
to topic evidenced 
in minimal 
expression of 
opinions or ideas  
Opinions and 
ideas are stately 
clearly with 
occasional lack of 
connection to 
topic  
Expresses 
opinions and 
ideas in a clear 
and concise 
manner with 
obvious 
connection to 
topic  
 
  
Contribution 
to  
the 
Learning 
Community 
Does not make 
effort to participate 
in learning 
community as it 
develops; seems 
indifferent  
Occasionally makes 
meaningful 
reflection on 
group‟s efforts; 
marginal effort to 
become involved 
with group 
Frequently 
attempts to direct 
the discussion and 
to present 
relevant 
viewpoints for 
consideration by 
group; interacts 
freely 
Aware of needs 
of community; 
frequently 
attempts to 
motivate the 
group discussion; 
presents creative 
approaches to 
topic 
 
Source: California State University at Hayward: EDUI 6707  Total Points  
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The field of research on threaded discussions has benefited from the development of a number of rubrics 
and analytical structures to analyze threaded discussions. Johnson, Johnson & Smith (1998) provide some starting 
points for using rubrics as an assessment tool.  They provide indicators for three- to five-levels of performance that 
help determine how well goals were accomplished.  For example, in assessing whether or not a student used clear 
reasoning in discussion, these indicators could be used: 
 
 
Inadequate Middle Excellent 
Gives conclusion with no examples or 
reasons. 
Gives some examples  
and reasons for each conclusion. 
Consistently gives examples  
and reasons for each conclusion. 
 
 
An example of a more detailed rubric that can be readily adapted for an online course or web enhanced 
course is provided below. This rubric focuses on assessing the effectiveness of online discussion activity in the 
categories of communications: promptness and initiative, delivery of post, relevance of post, expression within the 
post and contribution to the learning community. This assessment tool also helps faculty evaluate their own 
involvement and contributions to the discussion (Garrison, Anderson and Archer, 2001).  
 
Another example of a detailed assessment rubric that could be used or modified to evaluate higher order 
thinking skills as related to online discussion activity appears below.  This rubric was developed by the Teaching 
and Learning Center at Washington State University. This assessment tool can be used to evaluate cricial and 
integrative thinking associated with the mastery learning methods discussed in the previous section. Similar to the 
previous assessment rubric, this rubric evaluates different categories of achievement. 
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As previously noted, there are several types of assessment tools that can be used to evaluate online 
discussion activity. Several research studies suggest that using an assessment rubric similar the ones presented above 
can be beneficial in structuring the assessment of an online discussion to be more objective and consistent (Garrison, 
Anderson and Archer, 2001; Edelstein and Edwards, 2002).  They also emphasized that this type of assessment tool 
provides students with guidelines for how their work will be assessed according to the professor‟s expectations.  
These studies conclude that “actual implementation of a rubric for assessment will largely depend upon the 
professor‟s preference for objective feedback and whether or not, he or she would prefer weekly assessment or 
summative and formative feedback as the course progresses” (Edelstein and Edwards, 2002). 
 
CONCLUSIONS 
 
As noted in the previous sections, the larger number of students enrolled in a particular course, the more 
time it takes to integrate discussion activity effectively. Research studies suggest that grouping individuals in pairs 
or teams can reduce the time involved in discussion activity and thus, increase the quality of time devoted to 
discussions that are directly linked to specific learning outcomes. Therefore, the concept of collaborative learning, 
the grouping and pairing of students for the purpose of achieving a common goal, has been an accepted instructional 
strategy for use with discussion activities, either in-class or online.  
 
Proponents of collaborative learning indicate that active exchange of ideas within small groups not only 
increases interest among students but also promotes critical thinking in which students achieve higher levels of 
thought and retain information longer than students who work on their own in an independent manner (Johnson and 
Johnson, 1986). Therefore, using discussion activity that focuses on the devleopment of critical thinking through 
discussion, clarification of ideas, explanation of concepts to others, and evaluation of other‟s ideas can enhance 
collaborative learning processes. For example, a good starter discussion activity is to assign pairs of students to 
research a question or problem and report their results to the entire group. A further step is to ask teams to evaluate 
each other's work. Alternatively, a team can be composed of three individuals, one of whom is charged with 
proposing an initial answer, the second provides a alternative answer, and the third provides a critique or synthesis 
of the first two responses (Slavin, 1989).  
 
Also noted in the previous sections was the importance of clearly defining the learning outcome for which 
the discussion activity is designed to achieve and selecting the appropriate assessment tool to evalutate the 
effectiveness of working toward achieving the specific outcome. This study recommends using assessment rubrics 
that focus on evalutating the qualitative aspects of discussion activity as a prefered method of assessment if the goal 
is to enhance higher order thinking skills.  This study concludes that using best practices in both online discussions 
and online assessments can enhance collaborative learning processes, which results in students having a deeper 
understanding of course content, higher motivation to remain engaged on task, improved teamwork and 
interpersonal skills, enhanced critical thinking abilities, improved self-esteem and increased ownership of their own 
learning.  
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